The following is a passage from our application for NATOsponsorship:
"In the main, the participants in this workshop on the Psychophysics of Speech Perception come from two areas of research: -one area is that of speech perception researc,h, in which the perception of speech sounds is investigated; -the other area is that of psychoacoustics, or auditory psychophysics, in which the perception of simple non-speech sounds, such as pure tones or noise bursts, is investigated, in order to determine the properties of the hearing mechanism.
Al though there is widespread agreement among both speech researchers and auditory psychophysicists that there should be a great deal of co-operation between them, the two areas have, generally speaking, remained separate, each with its own research questions, paradigms, and above all, traditions. Psychoacousticians have, so far, continued to investigate the peripheral hearing organ by means of simple sounds, regarding the preoccupations of speech researchers as too many near-empty theories in need of a more solid factual base. Speech perception researchers, on the other hand, have continued to investigate the way human listeners classify vowels and consonants, claiming that psychoacoustics is not concerned with normal, everyday, human perception.
The two areas are inclined, then, to see each other as "dead ends", which could do with an infusion of ideas from the other side of the divide. Although such attitudes cannot be conducive to fruitful co-operation, developments in recent years have resulted in a more favourable climate: -psychoacousticians 'are beginning to see increasingly that it is necessary to take the step from the question of what the limits of hearing are under laboratory conditions, to the question of how the hearing mechanism functions in everyday perception, especially speech perception; -speech perception researchers are realising more and more that they have run up against a number of basic problems which cannot be resolved until more is known about how speech sounds are processed at the audi tory periphery." When I met Dr. Mario Di Lullo, head of NATO's Advanced-Research-Workshop programme, for the first and only time (sadly, he died just before the workshop began), his reaction to this passage was one of amazement that such a meeting had not already taken place a long time ago. I found it very hard to explain why this was so, but I could show him that many researchers felt the same way about it, although not many would formulate their opinions as starkly as I had done in the passage above.
x
The desire to bring about a meeting of researchers in psychoacoustics and in speech perception was not restricted to a few people in the Netherlands; in fact, it was shared by many people in many NATO countries. The degree to which it was shared was continually underestimated: we did not expect so many highly favourable reactions to our first circular; we did not expect so many people to submit papers; least of all did we expect all those people to turn up and actually present all those papers.
As a resul t, the workshop could have collapsed under its own weight; that it did not was due to that very same enthusiasm on the part of the participants, who were determined to turn it into a success, despite the long working days, without air conditioning, during a heat wave.
What have we learned from the workshop? A straight answer to this question will have to wait a few years, until the time has come for us to ask the participants whether a second workshop is desirable. Such a second workshop should have considerably fewer papers,. most of which should report on research that was at least influenced by the present workshop. If such a meeting turns out to be impossible to organise, the conclusion will have to be that little of value has been learned from the present workshop, apart from a few relatively trivial conclusions that can even now be drawn: 1. it has given us a fairly comprehensive overview of the work that is currently going on near the boundary between speech perception and psychoacoustics; 2. it has taught us that a psychophysics of speech perception should be' made up of a psychoacoustics (and a physiology) of complex, dynamically varying signals and a memory component.
This second conclusion involves a redefinition of the term "psychophysics", which, unlike "psychoacoustics", refers to more than just the periphery of hearing. This distinction is not a new one; researchers like N. Macmillan have been using it for years .• It has not (yet) gained general currency: during the workshop the suggestion was made to change its name to "Psychophysics and speech perception", presumably on the assumption that "psychophysics" is more or less synonymous with "psychoacoustics". This suggestion has not been followed.
As has already been mentioned, the success of the workshop was due to the commitment of all participants., A lot of people have contributed, organisationally or otherwise, to the workshop and to this book. Those I'd especially like to mention include the chairmen, who turned the various sessions into relaxed but stimulating occasions, and Hellen Konig, whose hard work, friendliness, and charm were praised by all participants.
Bert Schouten
